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Abstract 
The introduction of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in the educational industry has added new 
values to teaching and learning environments. The e-learning system enables education programs to reach a vast 
number of students but due to unavailability of a fully-fledge e-learning mode in the Sri Lankan universities, a limited 
number of students gain admission for the regular degree programs. This study is aimed at getting the view of the 
University Grants Commission (UGC) towards adopting e-learning in Sri Lankan universities in future. Qualitative 
approach was deemed appropriate for this study. The study reveals that, encouraging situations exists in the UGC for 
the implementation of e-learning systems in universities, despite the absence of formal policies to accommodate this 
system. This study also identified important factors that are essentials for complete adoption of e-learning in future.   
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of JIBES University, 
Jakarta  
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1. Introduction 
ICT has given a tremendous face-lift to educational environment all over the world. E-learning, the 
term used to describe the new teaching and learning platform, uses all the electronic technologies to 
enhance the teaching and learning processes. The e-learning system is adopted in the educational 
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institutions to get rid of the obstacles and disadvantages of the customary approaches of teaching and 
learning. This independent learning environment offers great prospects for the learners with time, socio-
economic constraints and physical challenges to attend on-campus programs (Appana, 2008; Vaughan, 
2007) and enables them to access learning material at any time and from anywhere in the world. The e-
learning method improves the quality of educational process as a whole by the unprecedented effective 
methods (Dawes, 2001). Moreover, Mahdizadeh et al. (2008) point out that the e-learning offers a 
different platform to the teachers to provide different representation of knowledge. The technological 
advancement in the field of education has motivated a lot of universities around the world to invest in ICT 
(Cheung and Huang, 2005) and educational administrators around the world motivate their staff 
especially instructors to adopt e-learning in order to uplift their institutions (Bennett and Bennett, 2003).  
However, a number of studies highlighted the factors hindering the use of e-learning system, such as 
lack of teacher time, restricted access and expensive equipment, improper vision or justification for the 
use of technology, lack of teacher training and support, and existing assessment practices (Mahdizadeh et 
al., 2008) and legal and political factors (Aydin and Tasci, 2005). 
2. Background of the study 
2.1. Growth of ICT in Sri Lanka 
The Government of Sri Lanka has taken tremendous efforts to improve the computer literacy rate. The 
Department of Census and Statistics reported that it has increased from 16.1% in 2006/07 to 20.3% in 
2009. In the year 2001, the government of Sri Lanka has framed the National Policy on Information 
Technology in School Education (NPITSE) to assist the development, execution and provisions of IT 
education in schools to enhance students learning and quality of teaching. The development of 
curriculum, human resources, physical infrastructure and support initiatives are the four main themes 
under the NPITSE. Ministry of Education (MOE) has introduced ICT education in the secondary schools 
in 2002 and has set the target to provide ICT as subject for grades 3 to 13 from the year 2013. A novel 
strategic plan called Mahinda Chintana developed by His Excellency President, Mahinda Rajapaksa, 
also focuses on rural development with inclusion of ICT as an essential and important part of these plans. 
It is evident that the projects such as the Distance Education Modernization Project (DEMP) and e-Sri 
Lank have laid the foundation for the introduction of ICT based educational systems in Sri Lanka. The 
former launched by Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) in the year 2003, under the auspices of Asian 
Development Bank has opened the doors for the formulation of the National Online Distance Education 
Service (NODES), which is to initiate the development of institutions and to provide online distance 
learning throughout the country. The E-Sri Lanka project funded by the World Bank, the Swedish 
International Development Corporation Authority (SIDA), the Export and Import Bank of Korea and 
Japan Social Development Fund was initiated with the aim of eradicating the poverty, developing the 
economy and enhancing the quality of people s life. This project constitutes following phases: (i) ICT 
Policy, (ii) Leadership and Institutional Development Program, (iii) The Information Infrastructure, (iv) 
Re-engineering Government, (v) ICT Human Resource Development, (vi) ICT Investment and Private 
Sector Development and (vii) e-Society (Hanna, 2008). 
Though the government initiatives have yielded positive results in developing the ICT education of 
the country, the e-learning system enabled by the ICT has not yet been fully adopted by the universities to 
improve their educational activities. A lot of universities across the world are investing hefty amounts for 
developing ICT based education systems in order to enhance the quality of teaching and learning process 
(Dawes, 2001; Cancannon et al., 2005). But, in Sri Lanka a few universities have introduced the e-
learning mode for few courses at certain departments or faculties.  
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2.2. Higher education  
The MOE has brought significant reforms in the primary and secondary education to extend 
educational opportunities and to improve the quality of education. Due to the country s free education 
system, Sri Lanka has achieved 92% of literacy rate (MOE, 2004). But in the case of university education, 
there are few restrictions in offering educational facilities for all the qualified students. This is mainly due 
to limited resources and infrastructure facilities in the universities. The UGC allots students to the 
universities based on the availability of courses, z-score, preference of students, accessibility issues etc. 
The book titled Admission to Undergraduate Courses of the Universities in Sri Lanka: Academic Year 
2011/2012 states that in Academic Year 2010/11, out of eligible candidates (142,516) only 15.5% 
(22,016) students gained admission to universities. Nanayakkara et al. (2006) have stated that, this low 
percentage of admission reflects the unavailability of seats in universities.   
The Open Universities of Sri Lanka (OUSL) offers distance learning programs which could be used 
by the students who were denied admissions in regular universities, but unfortunately there is some sort of 
lack of awareness on the part of students regarding different mode of studies and programs offered by 
OUSL (Nanayakkara, et al., 2006). In order to eliminate this problem, the universities can either increase 
the number of seats or introduce e-learning mode of teaching to embrace more students. The 
implementation of e-learning might bring flexibility in scheduling courses and balance the problem of 
limited resources (Bourlova and Bullen, 2005). Eynon (2008) also states that e-learning will boost the 
competence and flexibility of universities by enabling them to absorb a greater number of students, in 
spite of their demographical and geographical differences. However due to the limited ICT facilities and 
resources in universities, there is a lack of introducing the e-learning systems in the universities.  
3. Methodology 
This study has employed qualitative approach. The qualitative approach is believed to be suitable for a 
research where a smaller but focused sample is examined. And when the researchers attempt to examine 
the why and how factors, the qualitative approach is considered more suitable (Denzin and Lincoln, 
2005; Creswell, 2003). 
The UGC regulates the educational and administrative matters of the higher educational institutions 
(HEIs). The main functions of the UGC are planning and coordination of university education, allocation 
of funds to HEIs, maintenance of academic standards, regulation of the administration of HEIs and 
regulation of admission of students to HEIs. Therefore this study has been undertaken to know the view 
of UGC about e-learning with the following objectives: 
To investigate the insight of UGC in terms of introducing e-learning in all universities in Sri Lanka 
To examine the prospects of formalizing e-learning implementation by the universities, in the future 
Permission to conduct interview was obtained from the chairman, UGC and prior appointments from 
the interviewees were also obtained. Five successful interviews were carried out, four with executive staff 
and one with non-executive staff of UGC. 
4. Discussion of the findings 
ICT has broadened the scope of education. The e-learning system which is considered as a promising 
instructional mode has well been received especially in the developed countries but the HEIs in Sri Lanka 
are not benefited by this system. The research aims to investigate the insights and prospects of UGC 
about the introduction of a complete e-learning system in HEIs in Sri Lanka. It is apparent that UGC 
regulates the educational and administrative affairs of the HEIs but educational reforms in the higher 
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education are brought by MOHE. Hence, the role of the Government in the course of implementing such 
a system is considered very vital. The Government has already initiated some valuable programs such as 
DEMP and e-Sri Lanka. The NODES has initiated online distance learning across Sri Lanka. The e-Sri 
Lanka project establishes the knowledge centres known as Nenasalas in rural areas, to diffuse 
information and communication technology to the common public. Governments only can implement 
such huge projects. Shraim and Khlaif (2010) stressed that the political support is mandatory to promote 
implementing e-learning approach. However, the UGC would be able to draft policies and to introduce e-
learning system based on the instructions from the higher education ministry. Instructors in universities 
will widely accept e-leaning system if it is made compulsory (Thowfeek and Hussin, 2008). 
The interviewees informed that the e-learning system would certainly bring huge benefits to the local 
educational institutions and students. If any education institution is hesitant to implement e-learning, it 
means that, the institution is preparing itself to be distanced from enjoying the benefits of the 
technological innovations. Even though the necessity of imperative actions to adopt e-learning has been 
identified, the methods and extent of implementing e-learning program in HEIs in Sri Lanka has not yet 
been explored in detail at a corporate level. The interviewees also claimed that a few overseas e-learning 
programs have been introduced into local educational sector which can be neither disregarded nor 
neglected. However, Bates (2001) reported that the presence of foreign e-learning program is considered 
to be threat to the national educational institutions, culture and language. Hence, it is vital to implement a 
localized full-fledged e-learning program in the Sri Lankan universities.   
As discussed earlier the lack of resources and infrastructure facilities are the main reasons for the 
limited number of admissions in the universities in Sri Lanka. The researchers sought the solution for this 
issue from the interviewees. Most of them felt that the e-learning could possibly be the best answer for 
this issue. However they have expressed the unavailability of formal decision or policy within the 
framework of higher educational system to introduce the e-learning method and informed that the 
external degree program can be converted into e-learning mode or the universities can get help from the 
project NODES to offer their external degree through online distance education. They also felt that it 
could be better to follow a dual mode of education system such as, mixing on line and traditional modes 
of teaching and learning processes.  
Under governance of UGC, the universities have autonomy to make decisions. Hence universities can 
instate e-learning to improve their teaching and learning processes of the internal degree programs and 
convert existing external degree programs to the e-learning mode. The UGC constantly supports the 
upgrading of IT facilities in universities. The interviewees expressed that though a number of universities 
are capable of implementing e-learning system; a few universities located in the rural areas are in needs of 
improving its IT infrastructure, Internet connection and so on. Further they concerned about facilities at 
the home of students to access the e-learning resources.  
Willingness of the lecturers to accept the e-learning system was the other factor discussed in the 
interviews. Lecturers are reluctant to use the technology for teaching due to their lack of knowledge, skill 
and the negative attitudes towards technology (Haynes et al., 2004). The mind-set of accepting new 
things that are beneficial to students and institutions should be cultivated, especially among educators. 
Training programs should be conducted before adopting the system. The interviewees informed that it is 
good to get the opinions of lecturers prior to developing or implementing e-learning systems. ICT 
resources, effective professional development, adequate time and technical support are needed to 
incorporate technology to teaching (Bingimlas, 2009).   
However the quality of education offered through e-learning mode was widely discussed. The quality 
is dominant element that ensures the success of educational programs. Nevertheless assessing the quality 
of e-learning systems is the toughest challenge. As e-learning is a technology based instructional system, 
there is a need to develop an appropriate assessment and evaluation method, to validate the quality of 
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education offered by the e-learning systems (Mandinach, 2005). The interviewees were more concerned 
about the quality issue and afraid of poor quality of educational delivery. Hence all the universities must 
take initiatives to maintain high quality of education delivered through e-learning systems. 
5. Conclusion 
This study has explained the present situation of ICT implementation in Sri Lanka and its future 
impact on the higher education. The Government has taken suitable steps to increase the computer 
literacy rate and ICT education. The projects such as DEMP and e-Sri Lanka are very encouraging and 
have yielded positive results. 
The UGC supports upgrading of IT facilities in all universities in Sri Lanka. As of now majority of the 
universities are capable of implementing e-learning programs except a few located in rural areas. Based 
on the personal opinion of interviewees, implementation of e-learning could possibly offer solution to the 
problem of limited number of admissions for degree programs. Universities can decide independently to 
implement e-learning system either to improve their internal degree programs or to convert their external 
programs. Dual mode of teaching would also eliminate the problems found in the tradition teaching 
method. However readiness of lecturers should be studied and suitable training program should be 
conducted before the implementation of e-learning. The quality of the education offered by the e-learning 
system must be maintained by introducing a novel assessment and validation method. 
The UGC is in very much favour of adopting e-learning systems but there is no policy decision with 
regard to formalizing e-learning implementation by the universities. However it would act wisely if there 
are any instructions from the Ministry of Higher Education. 
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